T cell receptor alpha expression in B-type chronic lymphocytic leukemia.
Normal B lymphocytes are characterized by rearrangement and expression of immunoglobulin genes, but not of T cell receptor genes. These properties might assist in lineage assignment, but there are examples of fresh leukemic cells and of cell lines where exceptions to this rule have been noted. We have studied cell samples of patients with B-CLL for expression of TCR alpha and beta chain genes. Using in situ hybridization with fluorescein-labeled probes, TCR alpha mRNA was found to be expressed in 14 of 18 samples and TCR beta mRNA in 7 of 16 samples. Specificity of hybridization was demonstrated by near complete blockade of TCR alpha hybridization with unlabeled TCR alpha, but not with unlabeled TCR beta probe. Furthermore, in Northern blot analysis a truncated 1,4 kb message for TCR alpha was readily detectable. No significant cell surface staining with the anti-TCR alpha/beta monoclonal antibody WT31 was observed. A contribution of T cells within the leukemic sample could be excluded since only samples with leukemic cell counts of greater than 50,000 cells/mm3 and only samples with 5% or less CD2+ T lymphocytes were studied. Our data show that a large proportion of B-CLL samples may express a truncated version of the TCR alpha message, indicating that this gene can be activated in leukemic B cells frozen at a late stage of differentiation.